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Abstract

Since the appearance of King Arthur in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum
Britanniae, the legend of Arthur and his knights has continually expanded and evolved. The
story of the affair between Lancelot and Guinevere began with Chrétien de Troyes and has since
been embellished by countless authors, such as Malory, who view it as causing the tragic
downfall of Camelot and the Knights of the Round Table.
Le Chevalier de la Charette shows a seemingly satirical depiction of courtly love.
Lancelot is humiliated and shamed in the name of Love and willingly accepts it. However, this
reading goes against contemporary thought of the twelfth century, and drastically deviates from
Chrétien ’s authorial pattern to restore the comedic balance of society within his narratives.
This thesis examines the possibility that Chrétien, and subsequently Godefroy, the man
tasked with completing the Charette, did not intend for the affair between Lancelot and
Guinevere to continue at all. Through a close examination of the text, we see that Chrétien
establishes a distinct pattern of language use. I argue that Chrétien attempts to reestablish
Lancelot’s honor by creating a new and more appropriate object for his affections, Meleagant’s
Sister. Indeed the text contains several profound inconsistencies in Lancelot’s behavior at the
conclusion of the story, which direct Lancelot’s affections away from the Queen to a more
suitable match. This type of reading restores the comedic structure of Le Chevalier de la
Charette and also upholds the ideological pattern of promoting relationships that end in marriage
that Chrétien establishes in his other works.
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Introduction:
The illicit affair between Queen Guinevere and Sir Lancelot is one of the best-known
love stories of the chivalric age. It has been told and retold throughout the ages by countless
authors, most of whom recount how the scandalous relationship causes the downfall of Arthur
and his Knights of the Round Table. Chrétien de Troyes version begins with Queen Guinevere
being taken from court by Meleagant. The tale then follows Lancelot on his quest to save his
beloved Queen. Following the Queen’s rescue, the knight is then imprisoned within a tower by
Meleagant and is eventually freed and nursed back to health by none other than Meleagant’s
sister.
However, in the Charette, Chrétien de Troyes ends the story without a continuation of the
affair or a reunion of the lovers that are at its center. For Chrétien, the relationship between
Lancelot and Guinevere always results in Lancelot’s shame and is to his detriment, from his
initial ride in the cart, to his humiliation at the tournament during his imprisonment by
Meleagant. In fact, Chrétien handed off the project to Godefroy de Lagny. While we cannot be
certain of Chrétien’s motivations for abandoning Le Chevalier de la Charette, the reader is told
that Godefroy was assigned to complete the romance at Chrétien’s behest. Therefore, we can
surmise that Chrétien ultimately had to approve the conclusion. With that said, any changes
made to Lancelot’s behavior can be seen as deliberate. While the scholarship proffers Lancelot
as the example of “courtly love,” it seems odd that the Charette would be the only one of
Chrétien’s narratives that fails to conclude with the marriage of the lovers at its center.
Therefore, this paper intends to show that Chrétien didn’t leave his hero in a dishonorable
situation, but rather created a new, appropriate match for his knight: Meleagant’s sister.
In Three Chapters on Courtly Love in Arthurian France and Germany, Hermann J
Weigand notes that “Nitze rightly observed that with the end of the tournament Chrétien’s real
!
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task was finished. The rounding-out of the story could be left to an underling” (14). Likewise,
Joan M. Ferrante claims that, “Chrétien probably could not find a satisfactory solution [to
Lancelot’s dilemma] and therefore declined to finish the poem” (152). However, what Ferrante
fails to notice is that Chrétien’s potential frustration at the prescribed topic leaves open the
possibility for a termination of the romantic relationship between Lancelot and Guinevere.
This thesis examines the reasons for Lancelot’s unusual behavior at the story’s end, with
an aim toward clarifying the perplexing conclusion to an intense relationship that appeared to be
all consuming for both Lancelot and Guinevere. Examination of this story through literary,
historical, and linguistic analysis allows us to discover a new approach to the Arthurian texts, but
most specifically, Chrétien’s works and even more specifically, Le Chevalier de la Charette.
Scholarship on Le Chevalier de la Charette varies in scope and focus, but the conclusion
is widely disregarded by scholars, or if it is addressed, always assumes the affair between
Lancelot and Guinevere continues following the final tournament. D.D. R. Owen, in Noble
Lovers, places Chrétien’s Charette within the broader context of the troubadour tradition. Owen
breaks “the public into two distinct categories: romantics and realists,” and places Chrétien into
the latter, observing further that “[n]ot all of [the poets’] public were as sympathetic towards
their doctrines as Marie de Champagne” (49), meaning that the ideals that the troubadours
promoted were not always accepted within all courts. In Lancelot and Guinevere, Tom Peete
Cross and William A. Nitze argue that a primary focus in Chrétien’s work is to show that he is
“following the rules; his rules, not ours, of literary composition” (64). The rules that Chrétien
establishes throughout each of his works, and also follows in the Charette, are rooted in his own
set of what he deems to be appropriate social ideals, despite what he is being charged to do by
his patroness, Marie de Champagne.
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Part of Chrétien’s ideology concerns what it means to be the perfect knight. Some
scholarship suggests that Lancelot is the ideal figure of “courtly love.” F.X. Newman, for
instance, declares “only the Charette established love itself, unchallenged, as the primary force
operating on protagonists and events, and that in a form and movement which Marie de
Champagne apparently suggested and approved of” (80). Stephen Jaeger explains that “[c]ourt
society admired and sought again and again representatives of refined love successfully
deflecting shame and turning debasement into exaltation” (Ennobling Love 137). One of
Jaeger’s key representatives is Chrétien’s Lancelot. Similarly, in Allegory of Love, C.S. Lewis
asserts that Chrétien’s “Lancelot is the flower of the courtly tradition in France” (23). Lewis also
postulates that, following the consummation of the relationship between Lancelot and Guinevere,
Chrétien either unconsciously or in an attempt to “make some amends for these revolting
passages – represents his Lancelot as a pious man and goes out of his way to show him
dismounting when he passes a church, and entering to make his prayer” (30). In Rethinking
Chivalry and Courtly Love, Jennifer G. Wollock describes Chrétien’s Lancelot as “a figure of
wish-fulfillment fantasy” (126) in which the lady rather than his lord or king is the top priority of
the knight. However, Wollock makes little mention of the conclusion of the story in her
argument and reduces Lancelot’s rescue from the tower as Meleagant’s sister “returning a favor”
(127).
In Thinking Through Chrétien de Troyes, the authors posit that, “the Chrétien romances
explore the potentiality and variance of different modes of thinking, of different linkages
between phases. Each romance demonstrates a different model, each in an emergent form and
neither privileged” (Stahuljak et al. 100). However, the authors maintain that “[a] gap remains
between knowledge and experience” (104) for the knights in Chrétien’s narratives, a point
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contradicted by Jean Frappier in Chrétien de Troyes: The Man and His Work: Lancelot as “the
perfect lover typically abdicates his self, [and] his personality, but in the intervals between
trances he is the most lucid, the most reflective, [and] the most practical of Chrétien’s
characters” (104). In other words, Chrétien’s authorial choices are deliberate, even if Lancelot
is, at times, depicted farcically. In Love and Marriage in Chrétien de Troyes, Peter S. Noble
writes, “Chrétien develops and enriches his interpretation [of love’s problems] without altering
his earlier ideas” (8). Noble sees Lancelot as an ironic figure, and Chrétien uses the matière et
sens1 “imposed on him to illustrate the weaknesses of courtly love” (79). Referring to the final
scene of the Charette, Noble describes Guinevere’s reaction to seeing Lancelot as consistent with
the characterization that Chrétien gave to her. However, he does not mention that the reader is
given no insight into Lancelot’s state of mind.
While some scholars, like Weigand and Ferrante, have dismissed the conclusion of the
Charette as an unimportant or unnecessary component to the story, others have attempted to
navigate the final tournament scene and grapple with the conclusion and its meaning
contextualized within the entire narrative. In Shaping Romance, Matilda Bruckner discusses the
paradoxes within the Charette and how those influence the characters. Bruckner acknowledges
that “[f]rom the reader’s point of view, we can see how even false and misleading interpretations
can nevertheless lead to true problems posed by and in the text” (100). Despite this
acknowledgement, she maintains that the relationship between Lancelot and Guinevere does
continue within Arthur’s court, even if “the exact nature of its continuation remains open” (103).
Some scholars, such as Newman, have even noted that “certain literary theories have affected our
reading, sometimes limiting our perception of other aspects of poetry which give immediate form
to the subject of love as it occurs in particular poets and poems” (77).
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Unlike most critics, A.H. Diverres and Jean Deroy similarly propose that Chrétien and
Godefroy collaborated to finish the poem with Meleagant’s sister as the new object of affection
for Lancelot. Diverres introduces the idea of an alternate love interest in Some Thoughts on the
sens of Le Chevalier de la Charrette. Throughout the article, Diverres postulates that it is
“possible that Bademagu’s daughter is now Lancelot’s dompna” (35). He articulates that this is
possible because “[i]t is known for courtly liaisons to end when the lover’s patience with his lady
runs out” (35). Diverres’ work fails to point to the text effectively to make a convincing
argument and seems to be academic musings that he does not seemed fully convinced of himself.
In Chrétien de Troies et Godefroy de Leigni, conspirateurs contre la Fin'Amor adultère,
Deroy focuses on four distinct areas within the Charette:
A. Lancelot, roman d’un cas privilégié de fin’amor adultère
B. Les caprices de la reine cédant aux prières de Baudemagus en
faveur de son fils Méléagant.
C. Les évènements de la tour: les plaints de Lancelot et sa
liberation par la soeur de Méléagant.
D. Les évènements à la cour.2 (68)
Deroy’s primary focus is that the Charette is meant to sabotage the idea of fin’amor in
favor of conjugal love. By focusing on Lancelot’s changed behavior post-tower as well as a
pledge given by Lancelot to Meleagant’s sister as justification for the knight’s shifting of
affections away from Guinevere, Deroy determines that Godefroy and Chrétien intended to
undermine the suggested topic by Marie de Champagne. While in agreement with Deroy about
the changing end of the Charette, I am not fully convinced that Chrétien was deliberately
sabotaging the ideas of fin’amor, but rather was condemning them. This is an important
distinction, because it implies that Chrétien’s intent was to subvert it from the beginning. Rather,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2

!“A. !Lancelot novel as a prime case of courtly love adultery. / B. The caprices of the Queen yielding to the prayers
of Baudemagus in favor of his son Meleagant. / C. The events of the tower: Lancelot’s complaints and his liberation
by the sister of Meleagant. / D. Events at court.”
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it seems more likely that Chrétien was attempting to reconcile the ideological extremes that were
given by his patroness and those that he personally held. The present work expands on Deroy’s,
in so much as it concludes that the affair between Lancelot and Guinevere is discontinued and
she is replaced by Meleagant’s sister; however, this work focuses around the central usage of the
word “amie” to justify this claim alongside other textual evidence. The linguistic aspects within
Chrétien’s writing, as well as the behavioral aspects Deroy notes, prove an alternate reading of
the conclusion of the Charette is warranted and long overdue.
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Part 1: Historical Context
While having Chrétien’s personal story might provide more concrete evidence with
respect to the meaning of his texts, knowledge of twelfth-century French and English aristocrats,
as well as the courts they frequented, allows us to piece together a complete enough picture to
understand the ideologies of that time and who would hold them. To do this, we need to look at
some key influences that surrounded Chrétien. The most notable of these is Marie de
Champagne; however, it is equally important to discuss Henry II Plantagenet of England, Phillip
of Flanders, and the Church’s role during the eleventh and twelfth centuries and their impact on
Chrétien throughout his life and career. These influences helped Chrétien formulate the
ideologies that he promotes or condemns within all of his writings. For readers, determining
Chrétien’s ideological stances is crucial to making sense of perceived inconsistencies within his
narratives. So, before we can delve into the world of Lancelot and fully understand the
implications of Chrétien’s social commentary, it is necessary to outline what, in fact, he is
commenting on, namely young knights and their behaviors.
Although Chrétien’s stories revolve around the behaviors of the “knightly” class, his
main focus and commentary is on those within court. The study of twelfth-century literature,
specifically the works of Chrétien de Troyes, presents the opportunity for readers to explore the
lives of these social elites, or the “nobility.” There is some debate throughout the scholarship as
to whether the term “noble” was used by twelfth-century laymen when in reference to
themselves; however, “nobilis and nobilitas shared a long, consistent linguistic tradition that
referred to the elite of wealthy, powerful, and endogamous families” (Bisson 13). Therefore,
nobility is inclusive of barons, dukes, etc., and its members are distinguishable from the
“knightly class.”
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Constance Bouchard describes the “pyramidal society constructed by political theorists at
the great courts in the late twelfth and thirteenth century [as] based on wishful thinking” (43). In
reality, twelfth-century nobles aligned themselves with one another through a system of “fiefholding”. Erich Köhler argues that “knights need to protect the institution of feudalism, and thus
need a king as overlord, but they also need one who will not actually dominate them” (Cited in
Kellogg 90). Through fief-holding, nobles were able to create bonds with one another and could
alleviate or head off power struggles; this was accomplished via establishment of a lord/vassal
relationship through the ceremony known as homage, which required that the vassal swear
loyalty to the lord, and in turn, the lord would grant his vassal a fief, most likely land, in return
for promised future aid. The vassal would swear loyalty while kneeling and then be raised to his
feet by the lord to “symbolize their ultimate equality” (Bouchard 43). This ritual “established a
delicate balance between two men who were at the same time social equals and political
unequals” (43). This ceremony was extremely important, because it represented a contract
between two individuals to provide “mutual love, council, and aid” (Duby, France in the Middle
Ages 68). The vassal gave himself to the lord — became his “man” — in return for the lord’s
protection; thus, both individuals were obliged to fulfill their part of the contract, lest they face
social and legal repercussions.
Throughout the eleventh and into the twelfth century, a new caste was on the rise, the
chevalerie. Chevalerie simply referred to a warrior caste that was primarily mounted on
horseback and that was “rapacious and militarily based” (Duby, France in the Middle Ages 68),
which often caused feuds and infighting. These knights “were the cause of much unease;
monastic chroniclers went so far as to pun on the Latin words militia and malitia, identifying evil
with the soldiery from the castle” (69). This term is the origin for the modern term chivalry;
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however, it did not hold the same ethical weight as it does in modern usage. It’s not until much
later that the modern concept of “chivalry” was created. Bouchard defines chivalry as “a literary
model for behavior among the male aristocracy” (103). She combines the terms that would have
been used in the twelfth and thirteenth century chevalerie and cortoisie. Cortoisie is the term
that would have been used that applies to the “polite and virtuous behavior by nobles and the
knowledge of how to behave correctly” (103). Jean Frappier refers to the “second feudal age”
(7) as a period of social transformation within the nobility. Many modern scholars often conflate
the notion of “cortoisie” with that of “courtly love;” however, “courtly love” implies an ideology
that is more closely associated with the High Middle Ages of the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries and would have been unfamiliar to twelfth century society. Therefore, for the
purposes of the present study, “chivalric” behavior will only pertain to the warrior ethos of the
knights in question and does not include any standard for “courteous” or “courtly” behavior.
Andreas Capellanus, who, like Chrétien, was also commissioned by Marie de
Champagne, highlights the necessary attributes for a proper “courtly” relationship. In De arte
honeste amandi, Capellanus outlines and defines love, “its effects, those subject to it, and how it
may be acquired” (Holmes, History of Old French Literature 170). His work contains eight
dialogues between men and women of various social statuses. These conversations provide
insight into how one might manipulate different situations within court through the virtues that
he first highlights.
The third dialogue, in particular, depicts a man of a lower social status addressing a lady
that is at least two social classes above him; therefore, it is the dialogue that is most
representative of Lancelot and Guinevere’s relationship. Capellanus outlines the standards that
are expected for how a man is supposed to address a woman of a higher social status, but more
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importantly, how that lady should respond. It is clear that the relationship between Lancelot and
Guinevere does not meet these standards; in fact, it’s quite the opposite. When the man asks for
the hope of the lady’s love “[f]or only a hope, even one granted with a deceitful mind, can keep
the anchor of my support firmly fixed” (Perry 55), he is immediately reprimanded and refused by
the lady. She claims:
You say that if I will grant you only the hope of my love it will be
enough to keep you from the perils of death. To this I answer that
the mere fact that you accuse me of clever deceit and falsehood
shows that you are infected with this same failing and that you
keep one idea in your mind and speak another with you deceitful
tongue. (55)
The lady refuses the man, because he is beneath her in status, even if his character is worthy.
This dialogue goes back and forth to highlight what would make a man of lower status worthy of
the love of a lady that outranks him socially; ultimately, it is decided that a lady may choose a
man of a lower social status if he has “good character in overwhelming quantity [which] makes
up for the lack of nobility” (53). However, Capellanus makes it clear that “if she finds anyone in
the classes above him who is more worthy or as worthy, she ought to prefer the love of that man”
(54). While Lancelot seems to adequately represent the qualities necessary for a man of a lower
social status to win the affections of a higher born lady, the Queen falls short of her
responsibilities. Namely, she already has a man that is at least equally worthy, her husband.
A proper courtly relationship should be mutually ennobling for both the knight and the
lady. Furthermore, the higher born lady should instruct the lower born man in the ways of Love.
That between Lancelot and Guinevere reduces the lady to a cruel task mistress, and the knight
becomes a bumbling dolt. Since this relationship is incapable of upholding any of the social
ideals, such as ending in marriage or being mutually edifying, the only possible solution was for
Chrétien to provide a more appropriate and “satisfying” object for Lancelot.
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Chrétien’s Connection to Court:
Almost nothing is definitively known about Chrétien de Troyes, but several things about
his life can be deduced from his works and the historical context. Chrétien was closely
associated with the Troyes region in France and most likely spent much of his active career at the
court of Marie de Champagne, the patroness who gave him the “matière et sens” for the
Charette. This places the author within Marie’s court sometime following her marriage to Henri
“the liberal” de Champagne in 11563, as she is referred to by her married title in Chrétien’s
dedication of the Charette. Thus, Chrétien could not have written the Charette for Marie before
her marriage. The circumstances that brought Chrétien to the court of Marie are unknown;
however, “[i]t seems very likely that it was clerics of this type who read to noble ladies, and
who, most probably, were the authors of courtly romances in the second half of the twelfth
century” (Frappier 10). Marie, following the example set by her mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine,
enjoyed the arts and commissioned Chrétien to write a romance for her.
The city of Champagne, increasingly wealthy through the mid-to- late twelfth century,
became “the point of contact between merchants of the south and those of Northern France, once
the fairs of Champagne were organized on a regular basis” (Holmes, History of Old French
Literature 195). Furthermore, Henry de Champagne was able to “rely on the support of the
growing numbers of monastic and collegiate foundations scattered throughout his lands” (195).
While the court of Champagne was growing, it was also the locus of many tensions toward the
French crown. In this vibrant and bustling court, “territorial princes were able to express their
identity most forcibly and offer a vigorous challenge to Capetian kingship” (196). Duby
explains that at one point Henri ‘The Liberal’ of Champagne “played Louis VII and Frederick
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The exact year is debated slightly among scholars, but it is agreed that she was engaged in 1154 and married
between 1156 and 1158.
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Barbarossa off against each other” (Duby, France in the Middle Ages 195). The political
tensions within the court of Champagne were high, and it is within this atmosphere that Marie de
Champagne commissioned Chrétien to write the Le Chevalier de la Charette, known in English
as The Knight of the Cart.
Scholars can only speculate at Marie’s motivations for commissioning the Lancelot story.
Perhaps her love of the troubadour traditions handed down to Marie by her mother was a source
of pleasurable entertainment. Since Chrétien was writing for her and, most likely, the ladies of
the court of Champagne, the subject matter within the Charette allows for vicarious enjoyment
of scandal and intrigue. Another possibility is that the commission may have been a form of
defiance against her father, Louis VII, whose stances of moral matters were decidedly pious.
While Chrétien’s connection to the court of Champagne is certain, the connection to
Henry II Plantagenet of England is more speculative; but nevertheless important. Kibler
observes that “references to English cities and topography, especially in Cligés but indeed in all
of [Chrétien’s] works, show that the Britain of King Arthur was the England of Henry II
Plantagenet” (Kibler 5). Furthermore, it has been suggested that the reason for the signature in
Erec et Enide is that it was composed outside of Troyes.4 While this does not definitively place
Chrétien at the court of Henry II, the imagery within his works suggests that he was, at least,
familiar with the English court. Indeed, connections between the French and English courts were
so closely tied that it’s difficult to discuss one without the other.
Another direct connection between the courts of Henry II Plantagenet and Champagne
can be found via Chrétien’s patroness, Marie de Champagne, the eldest daughter of Louis VII of
France and Eleanor of Aquitaine. Eleanor was married to Louis VII in 1137; however, she has
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Urban T. Holmes suggests this in Chrétien, Troyes, and the Grail. While I do agree with his speculation that
Chrétien travelled outside of the Troyes region and even outside of France, there is no definitive evidence to support
this claim aside from the works of the author.
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been noted as describing her marriage to Louis as equivalent to marrying a “monk.” At her
request, she received an annulment on account of consanguinity and humiliated Louis VII when
she left him, took the duchy of Aquitaine with her in 1152, and swiftly married Henry II
Plantagenet of England. It is well documented that Eleanor had a fondness for the Provençal
traditions and was a known patroness of troubadours, a fondness she clearly passed on to her
daughters.5 Eleanor’s level of involvement with or influence on her daughter is uncertain, but
the royal relationship suggests that entertainers, poets, and scholars, such as Chrétien, would
have passed between the courts to gain the patronage of those sympathetic to their profession.
This sympathy was easily found in the court of Eleanor’s new husband. Henry II, was
known to have “had a personal retinue of men of letters, and his son, the Young King (d., 1183),
also encouraged them” (Holmes, History of Old French Literature 37). Holmes also notes that
“England and France were bound by such close ties in the twelfth century that we must consider
their literature together” (36). Some scholars suggest that Chrétien was native to the region of
Champagne. Jean Frappier asserts that Chrétien’s language is “quite close to pure Francien,
[which] preserves certain traits of the Champenois dialect” (3). If he was, indeed, a native of
Champagne or the surrounding area, then it would not be unusual for him to return to
Champagne following his travels.
Using this theory, we can argue that even if Chrétien never resided within the court of
Henry II Plantagenet, he would have been familiar with the stories and oral traditions that were
brought to France by French-speaking Celts. Furthering this link is the fact that Henry of Blois,
the abbot of Glastonbury and bishop of Winchester, was the uncle to Henri “the Liberal” of
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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McCash articulates the ways that Eleanor and Marie could have still maintained some form of relationship, despite
Eleanor leaving the French court following her annulment from Marie’s father Louis VII. June Hall Martin McCash.
“Marie De Champagne and Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Relationship Reexamined”. Speculum 54.4 (1979): 698–711.
Web
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Champagne, Marie’s husband. The bishop of Winchester was a steady figure in the English
court, since he was the younger brother to King Stephen and the first cousin of Henry II’s
mother, Empress Matilda. This means that Marie de Champagne’s husband was the third cousin
to her mother’s new husband.
Finally, Chrétien dedicated his last narrative, Le Conte du Graal, to a new patron, Count
Philip of Flanders. Since Philip left for the Crusade in 1190 and subsequently died in 1191,
Chrétien could not have started the Grail narrative after these dates. However, notable scholars,
such as Holmes and Kibler, agree that it is likely that he started the poem before Philip left in
11906. It is still debated as to whether it was Chrétien’s or Philip’s death that resulted in the
Graal being left unfinished.
Through his involvements in the courts of Champagne, Flanders, and his possible
involvement in the court of Henry II Plantagenet, it can be asserted that Chrétien was extensively
involved in courtly life; therefore, as a writer, he wrote about the lifestyle challenges with which
his patrons and those at court would be most familiar. Furthermore, Chrétien’s use of irony and
paradox allows for the condemnation of behavior that he disagreed with, while also satisfying his
patrons/patroness with his efforts.

Chrétien and the Church:
The social and political climate in the French and English courts was, no doubt, crucial to
Chrétien’s employment, and the Church played a pivotal role in the way those courts operated.
Bouchard notes that, “churchmen beginning in the eleventh century tried to draw sharp
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Kibler asserts that “Chrétien’s final work, begun sometime in the 1180’s and never completed, was and still is his
most puzzling” (Chrétien, Arthurian Romances 9), while Holmes asserts that “Count Philip was a frequent visitor in
the Troyes area during the 1180’s” (Holmes, Chrétien, Troyes, and the Grail 62), because it was initially his
intention to marry Marie following the death of her husband in 1181.
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distinctions between cleric and layman” (145). The Church during Chrétien’s era was broken
into two distinct factions: the “secular” clergy and the “regular” clergy. The latter consisted of
mostly nuns and monks, as well as priests that “followed a stricter rule than the so-called secular
canons” (146), while the former included bishops, parish priests, university professors, and papal
representatives. !
Chrétien’s works indicate that he had extensive knowledge of Latin and an understanding
of classical sources; because the Church possessed a monopoly on education during this time, it
is likely that Chrétien “was trained by and for the Church” (Frappier 10). Holmes also suggests
that because of his profession “[i]t is not likely that [Chrétien] was a member of the noble class”
(History of Old French 165). Holmes substantiates this claim by citing a lack of documentation
mentioning him in any surviving records, noting that “[i]f Chrétien had been a man of high
standing socially at the court of Henry I, Count of Champagne, we should expect some definite
record of his existence” (165). Because of these ties to his training, it is likely that he also
adopted, or at least promoted, an agenda that would be conducive to traditional religious
ideologies during that time period.
Since it is unlikely that Chrétien was a high-ranking noble, his role within the courts he
attended was most likely that of a chaplain. His duties would have included reading and writing
for the higher-born ladies at court. During the Carolingian dynasty “[c]haplains were responsible
for the religious life of the court, and with the exception of scribal functions their duties did not
extend far beyond this” (Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness 23). However, this changed and courts
began to increasingly “attract talented, highly educated men of high nobility” (23) as well as
poets and scholars; together “they largely determined the cultural life of the court” (23). Holmes
further asserts that, because ‘Chrétien’ was not a very common baptismal name in the twelfth
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century, our poet might be connected “with a certain chaplain, Chrétien de Saint-Maclou, which
was a collegiate church established by Henry I of Champagne and his wife Marie” (Holmes,
Chrétien, Troyes, and the Grail 83).
Because of the “rapacious” tendencies within the newly formed “knightly” class, the
Church implemented the “peace and truce of God” movement. This policy “succeeded in
circumscribing military violence, while also providing an outlet for these energies within the
same framework” (88). It also reinforced monastic power at a time when it was weak and
reduced the laymen to a subordinate role because “a king’s actual power was only as great as his
means to enforce it” (Kellogg 88). Duby points out that “[t]he primary effect of the
establishment of the peace and truce of God was to strengthen the bishops” (Duby, France in the
Middle Ages 90). Nevertheless, eventually, political stability and social reform led to a less
violent lifestyle among the chevalerie, one that moved from focus on outward battle to life at
court. In his book Origins of Courtliness, Jaeger observes:
Court life was dangerous and held many temptations. This does
not distinguish it from public life in a political system. Power and
favor flowed from a single person. This made the dangers more
acute, the incentives to intrigue more intense, and the fall from
favor absolute. The dangers of court life may themselves have
been a stimulus to the formation of an ethic of public service, a set
of ideals to guide the lives of the clerics who chose to sail those
perilous waters. (66)
Knights were no longer able to take or demand by force, but, rather, were expected to perform
according to the edicts provided by their lords for the services they promised; “in a society
growing daily less brutal, decorum required such exploits to be sublimated. A young knight no
longer seized a noble lady by force; he won her favors by his bravery, by the fame he had won in
the lists of in the courts of love” (Duby The Knight The Lady and The Priest 279).
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The Church, particularly the papacy, had a vested interest in the lives of nobles, including
their financial and moral dealings. Perhaps the most important ideology enforced was
surrounding the institution of marriage. As early as the late tenth century, “the Pope was already
claiming jurisdiction over the sexual morality of kings and the right to suspend bishops who
proved excessively loyal to their temporal lords” (Duby, France in the Middle Ages 105). At the
council of Rheims in 1049, the Pope “threatened to anathematize” French princes for charges of
incest and bigamy. This increase of Papal power over the monarchies only increased and was in
full swing by the time Chrétien was in either the English or French courts.
The twelfth century clerical stance on marriage developed into one that was intended to
preserve one’s soul for Heaven. While Duby explains that marriage was good because it made
“it possible for Paradise to be repopulated and the fallen angels replaced” (Duby, The Knight The
Lady and The Priest 28), it was mostly a way to control the sensuality of the nobles –
specifically the women. The use of marriage to solidify political alliances was integral to
forming peace during the twelfth century, and “the bishops were closely involved in the
preservation of that peace” (35), which meant playing a larger role with regards to noble
marriages.
This, in turn, led to the sacralization of marriage and the implementation of two particular
rules. The first of these was “the evangelical law concerning one sole wife, as Remi of Auxerre
put it” (Duby, 35). The second was that of consanguinity, that being “the prohibition of taking to
wife a cousin within the seventh degree” (35) of blood relation. Duby also notes that “[t]he fact
that the bishops had to keep on repeating both that a man must not repudiate his wife and that he
might not marry a relative shows that on both counts their exhortations [were] met with
opposition” (36).

!

22!

!
!

While Chrétien does not delve into the matter of consanguinity within his narratives, he
does address the rule of having a single wife. Specifically in Cligés, where Cligés and Fenice do
not wed until Alis, Fenice’s husband, dies. Even though the couple is intimate prior to marriage,
Chrétien deliberately maintains that until her legitimate husband’s death, Fenice is unable to
marry Cligés. It should also be noted that while Alis was Fenice’s legitimate husband, the marriage was
never consummated. This allows for Chrétien to keep Fenice’s honor intact, despite the affair she has
with Cligés. This is just one example of how the Church’s influence on Chrétien’s personal

ideology permeates his narratives.
According to the Church, the ideal form of love is one that ends in marriage, because
engaging in carnal pleasure is less sinful in the marriage bed. Furthermore, for young knights,
honor was at stake, “and honor, though it was the business of men, depended on the behavior of
women” (Duby, The Knight The Lady and The Priest 220). Jaeger attributes the transmission of
courtly ideals from the “worldly clergy, the high aristocracy in state service,” to French courts.
Whereas the more conservative clergy of the monasteries “saw courtliness as a blight on the lay
nobility, numbing its warrior spirits” and “regarded it as a real political danger, a threat to the
divine order” (Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness 262). This idea was perpetuated by “men
professionally obligated to express repugnance toward sex and particularly toward women”
(Duby, The Knight The Lady and The Priest 20). Jaeger also refers to the courtly romance as the
“most pedagogic instrument” to educate the nobility on the merits of “courtly” behavior (Origins
of Courtliness, 242). The primary focus of Chrétien’s work is on the importance of “courtly”
behavior, not “courtly love.”
While the clergy undoubtedly felt strongly about the virtues of marriage, Georges Duby
explains that there were “two opposing conceptions of virtuous marriage, one that had guided the
behavior of the knights and another that the priests had tried to impose on the laity” (The Knight
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The Lady and The Priest 282). Young noblemen were often sent away to an older male
relative’s court to complete their education; yet, “while [the lord’s] nephews served [him] as
sons, at the same time they desired his wife” (221). Duby describes how “[t]he backgrounds to
the plots [of courtly romances] show how easily conditions in a noble household lent themselves
to its mistresses’ adultery” (219). Guinevere epitomizes the dangers associated with having and
educating young, robust, and virile boys in the castle. Because Guinevere is the wife of her
lover’s lord, Arthur, “she, like the Virgin Mary in other cases, took the place in their hearts of the
mother from whom they had been exiled so young” (221-222). This, along with her elevated
status as Queen, gives her power over the young knights.
The ideals of chivalry and courtliness espoused by the Church and promoted through
much of the literature were established to assure “noble” behavior among the newly formed class
of knights, and “[i]n both France and England the educated knight had become the ideal”
(Jaeger, Origins of Courtliness 224). However, these ideals of “chivalry” and “courtly love”
were – and remain – essentially at odds with one another and are difficult to reconcile because
“there was no single standard (or “code”) which people of the time always meant when they
referred to chivalrous (or courteous) behavior” (Bouchard 104). In Ennobling Love, Jaeger
claims that Gaston Paris’ version of “courtly love” drove medieval studies “onto one of its
oddest and longest detours7” (186). Furthermore, “the paradigm that frames courtly love has
been – not recently established – but recently shattered, and the literature of courtly love
represents, not a ‘system’ or a widely recognized and accepted social ethic, but rather fidgeting
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7

John C. Moore highlights the 4 traits that encompassed Gaston Paris’ “amour courtois”; these traits are “1) It is
illegitimate and furtive; 2) The lover is inferior and insecure; the beloved is elevated, haughty, even disdainful; 3)
The lover must earn the lady’s affection by undergoing many tests of his prowess, valor, and devotion; 4) The love
is an art and science, subject to many rules and regulations – like courtesy in general” (622). For a very succinct
summary of the detour caused by Gaston Paris’ article on “amour courtois,” see Moore’s article “Courtly Love: A
Problem of Terminology.”
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attempts at solutions to the problems that that shattering created” (186). Chrétien’s works do just
that: they focus on and develop the difficulties that arise when social ideologies come into
conflict and attempt to reconcile them. Because Chrétien was writing at a time of substantial
social change, his courtly romances provided the medium to present “courtly” and “chivalric”
ideals for both men and women, but he focused on women as the propulsive force employed to
address the contradictions between “chivalric” and “courtly” behaviors; therefore, “Chrétien
combined lucidity and freedom. He preferred those characters who make themselves, who
develop power and self-knowledge through trials. This same restraint and equilibrium led
him…to criticize the extravagant side of the courtly doctrine and to depict the marriage of true
love as the ideal type of union” (Frappier 47).
Throughout Chrétien’s stories, the reader is shown a series of socially appropriate
relationships. He demonstrates the ways in which they can go awry and then returns them to a
classic comedic structure. For instance, Erec et Enide demonstrates how the neglect of social
obligations can have severe ramifications for a knight’s reputation at court. Erec is seemingly
oblivious to mumblings of recreancy until his wife laments that she would be held accountable
for his failures. Through the actions, or rather inactions, of Erec, Enide’s vocalization of her
anxieties is the prompting that is necessary to spur the knight back into adventuring; thus, he is
able to completely embody both chivalric and courtly ideals. The opposite dynamic is exposed
in Le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain), which highlights the dangers of failing to adhere to the societal
mandates within court. After Yvain’s unsuccessful fulfillment of his oath to return to his wife in
one year’s time, his wife rejects him, which causes him to slip into a deep depression. He has
failed in one of the most pivotal roles as a courtly hero, upholding his oath to his lady.
Eventually, after much toil and anguish, Yvain regains the favor of his lady and order is restored.
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Through each of his narratives, Chrétien reestablishes the status quo. So, while the lack
of a reunion between Lancelot and Guinevere at the conclusion of the Charette does not justify a
presupposition that the affair has been terminated, the change in Lancelot’s demeanor and the
way in which he interacts with Meleagant’s sister, his savior, does suggest, as we shall see, a
shift in his affection from Guinevere to the kin of his enemy. The reader is repeatedly given
evidence of Lancelot’s almost comedic devotion to Guinevere throughout the narrative. That is,
until the lovesick hero is walled within the tower by Meleagant. This scene presents us with
Lancelot reflecting on his relationships with those that claim to be devoted to him. Following
Lancelot’s release, the reader is given no indication of Lancelot’s affections toward Guinevere.
In fact, the last time Lancelot mentions his Queen, he is questioning her devotion to him while he
is imprisoned. He desires only revenge, and it is his savior who grants him that opportunity.
Along with his desire to restore the comedic structure to each of his narratives, Chrétien’s
beliefs function as tacit proof that he would have disapproved of a relationship such as that
between Guinevere and Lancelot, particularly one that could jeopardize the monarchy and line of
succession.
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Part 2: Examination of Chrétien’s Other Work
As we look through the social dynamics of the twelfth century, it is clear that Chrétien
was a part of court life during a time of intense social upheaval. This unrest and confusion is
examined through his works to varying degrees. Each one of Chrétien’s tales depicts a different
facet of courtly or chivalric behavior. Through these tales, a few things become clear: Chrétien
held a negative stance on adultery and, more importantly, he saw the ideal conclusion for lovers
is the marriage bed. He also explores the consequences for various behavioral extremes in his
tales, each one focusing on a single type of extreme. This section delves into each of Chrétien’s
works to explore his stance on courtly and chivalric behaviors, and more importantly, to define
how Chrétien’s use of language is pivotal to determining the depth of a relationship between two
characters.

Erec et Enide:
Chrétien’s tale of Erec et Enide can be divided into three distinct parts, the first of which
concerns Erec’s courtship and marriage to Enide. While the other knights of Arthur’s court are
on a stag hunt, Erec is left unarmored to keep Guinevere company. During this time a strange
knight and his dwarf approach and mistreat Guinevere’s servant. The Queen orders Erec to
follow this knight, Yder, to a town, where he meets the vavasor, Enide’s father. It is there that
Erec falls in love with Enide. Erec learns about the claiming of the sparrow-hawk from the
vavasor. He explains that,
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Qui l’esprevier voldra avoir,
avoir li covandra amie
bele et saige sanz vilenie;
s’il i a chavalier si os
qui vuelle le pris et le los
de la plus bele desresnier,
s’amie fera l’esprevier
devant toz a la perche prandre,
s’autres ne li ose desfandre.8 (Carroll ln. 570-578)
Here, Chrétien is setting the stage for an appropriate “courtly” relationship. The knight’s “amie”
should be perceived as a socially appropriate match. The lady should be “bele et saige sanz
vilinie” and the knight should be prepared to defend her honor. Furthermore, the knight should
be defending the honor of his beloved, or “amie,” not just any beautiful woman.
Indeed, we see this when Erec is fighting for Enide’s honor as the most beautiful and
virtuous of all ladies. His opponent, Yder, declares in the middle of their duel that,
Molt prie dolcemant por toi
et la moie autresi por moi,
si nos devons as branz d’acier
por noz amies resforcier.’
Erec respont: ‘Bien avez dit.’
Lors se reposent un petit.
Erec regarde vers s’amie,
qui molt dolcemant por lui prie.9 (Carroll ln. 905-912)
The sight of his “amie” renews each knight’s vigor; “por s’amor et por sa biauté,” Erec is able to
regain his “grant fierté” and overcome his opponent to win the sparrow-hawk. This is the first
time that “amie” is used in direct reference to the relationship between Erec and Enide and
demarks a conscious choice on the part of the author to declare that Enide is an appropriate
object of affection for our knightly hero. Enide fulfills her role as a proper lady to her knight; by
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8

“Whoever want to have the sparrow-hawk / will have to have a lady / who is beautiful and wise and free from
baseness; / if there is any knight so bold / as to want to claim the reputation / and the honor of the most beautiful, /
he will have his lady, in front of everyone, / take the sparrow-hawk from its perch, / if no one else dares oppose
him.” (Carroll ln. 570-578)
9
“She is praying very softly for you / and mine is doing likewise for me, / and we must renew our efforts, / on
behalf of our ladies, with our steel blades.’ Erec replied: ‘You have spoken well.’ / Then they rested for a bit. / Erec
looked toward his lady, / who was very softly praying for him.” (Carroll ln. 905-912)
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aiding him, through prayer, in his chivalric duties, she assists in reinvigorating her knight and
assuring his victory. After Erec defeats Yder, he returns to Arthur’s court with Enide, where
they marry
Throughout the initial section of Chrétien’s first story, he firmly establishes his authorial
style, most specifically, the use of “amie” to denote a relationship that is beyond mere
acquaintance. In fact, the author only uses “amie” in reference to a very intimate, and unless
otherwise stated, romantic relationship. This is directly contrasted to the use of “amis,” which
contextually identifies a “friend,” but not, necessarily, one of a romantic nature.
To further solidify his particular use of “amie,” Chrétien tells us that, upon victory in the
sparrow-hawk contest, Erec returns to Arthur’s Court with Enide and declares to Queen
Guinevere: “Je vos amain, / dame, ma pucele et m’amie10” (Carroll ln. 1542-1543).!!Erec refers
to his lady, Queen Guinevere, as “dame”, but to Enide as “m’amie.” This shows that Enide’s
relationship with Erec transcends one constructed of an oath of fealty and is infused with some
sort of romantic involvement, which is further demonstrated by the fact that Erec brought Enide
back to court with plans to marry her and, in this passage, is declaring his intentions to the Queen
and court.11
The central portion of the poem is comprised of the adventure that Erec undertakes with
Enide. Following their marriage, rumors spread of Erec’s neglect of his knightly duties due to
his desire to spend all his time with his beloved. Chrétien writes,

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10

“My lady, I bring you my maiden and my lady” (Carroll ln. 1542-1543).
A similar scene is demonstrated in the final scene of Le Chevalier de la Charette when Lancelot declares, publicly
at court, that his “amie” had saved him from his imprisonment and nursed him back to health, referring, of course, to
Meleagant’s sister, not Guinevere.

11
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N’avoit mes soing de tornoier:
a sa fame volt dosnoier,
si an fist s’amie et sa drue.12 (Carroll ln. 2399-2401)
Chrétien makes Erec’s affections towards Enide clear through both actions and dialogue. But
when Erec forgoes the maintenance of his reputation by failing to participate in chivalric deeds;
unfortunately, these failures are blamed on Enide.
Upon hearing of these rumors, Enide laments to herself and is overheard by her husband.
Erec urges,
Dites moi, dolce amie chiere,
poi coi plorez an tel meniere?
De coi avez ire ne duel?
Certes, je le savrai, mon vuel.
Dites le moi, ma dolce amie;
gardez nel me celez vos mie:
por qu’avez dit que mar I fui?13 (Carroll ln. 2477-2483)
Erec cajoles Enide into telling him why she is so distraught, invoking the use of “amie” to denote
the bond between them. Yet, once Enide divulges the cause of her grief, Erec orders her to
immediately prepare for a journey. Throughout their “adventure” Erec orders his wife to be
silent several times, but each time she disobeys to warn him of danger. Despite his wife’s
repeated disobedience, Erec defeats several knights and accumulates several horses, which he
gives to Enide to manage while journeying. Along their route, they encounter Count Oringle
who attempts to kill Erec and take Enide as his wife. Erec defeats the count and befriends
Guivret the Small, an Irish lord.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12

“He no longer cared for tourneying: / he wanted to enjoy his wife’s company, / and he made her his lady and his
mistress” (Carroll ln. 2399-2401).
13
“Tell me, dear sweet lady, / why are you weeping in this way? / What causes you anguish or sorrow? / Truly, I
will find out – I insist. / Tell me, my sweet lady; / take care not to conceal it from me: why did you say I was
unfortunate?” (Carroll ln. 2477-2483).
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The final third of the poem focuses on “The Joy of the Court,” where Erec enters a maze
from which no knight has returned. Erec frees the enchanted knight, and they discover that the
woman who held him captive is a relative of Enide. The knight explains:
Cele pucele, qui la siet,
m’ama des anfance et je li.
A l’un et a l’autre abeli
et l’amors crut et amanda,
tant que ele me demanda
un don, mes el nel noma mie.
Qui veheroit neant s’amie?
N’est oas amis qui antresait
tot le boen s’amie ne fait,
sanz rien leissier et sanz faintise,
s’il onquespuet an nule guise.14 (Carroll ln. 6006-6016)
While it is difficult to ascertain Chrétien’s purpose for this section, we can see that “amie” is
primarily used in the context of the relationship between lovers. The knight explains that his
bond with his “amie” was so strong that he agreed to her request despite not knowing what it
was. This caused the knight to be enchanted until he was defeated. Once the relation to Enide is
discovered, all four return to court. Erec and Enide are, in time, crowned King and Queen of
Nantes.

Cligés:
Much like Erec et Enide, Cligés primarily focuses on the private relational aspect of court
life. The poem is in two distinct parts; the first section begins with the story of Cligés’ parents,
Alexander and Soredamors. Alexander, the son of a Greek emperor, travels to Britain to become
a knight in King Arthur's realm. There, he gains favor, is knighted, and assists in retaking
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14

“That maiden, who is sitting there, / loved me from childhood, and I loved her. / Both of us were pleased by this /
and our love grew and improved, / until she asked a boon of me, / but she did not say what it was. / Who would
refuse his lady anything? / He is no lover who does not / unhesitatingly do whatever pleases his lady, / neglecting
nothing and unstintingly, / if ever he can in any way.” (Carroll ln. 6006-6016)
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Windsor Castle from Count Angrès. While at court, Alexander meets Arthur’s niece,
Soredamors, and falls in love with her. However, he is unable to express his feelings to her.
Soredamors feels the same, but is similarily unable to express her feeling. She laments:
‘Que dirai je’, fet ele, ‘primes?
Apelerai le par son non
Ou par, ‘ami’? – Ami? Je non.
Comant donc? Par son non l’apele!
Des! Ja’st la parole si bele
Et tant douce d’ami nomer.
Se je l’osoie ami clamer? –
Osoie? Qui le me chalonge?
Ce que je cuit dire manҫonge. –
Manҫonge? Ne sai que sera;
Mes se je mant, moi pesera.
Por ce fet bien a consantir,
Que je n’an querroie mantir.
Des! ja ne mantiroit il mie,
S’il me clamoit sa douce amie!15 (Foerster ln.1392-1406)
In Soredamors’ declaration of love for Alexander, she displays her internal conflict regarding the
accuracy of referring to Alexander as her “ami(e),” because she doesn’t know if her feelings are
reciprocated. However, she notes that if he were to refer to her as his “amie,” he would not be
lying. This passage allows us to view, yet again, Chrétien’s specific usage of “amie.” By
placing it within a context where the character’s intentions are unmistakably romantic, Chrétien
makes it clear that “amie” has a very particular connotation. Soredamors intention toward
Alexander is romantic; therefore, the translation of “amie” is easily determined to “beloved.”
Taking notice of Alexander and Soredamors’ mutual affection, Queen Guinevere
encourages them to express their love. They marry and have a child, Cligés. Alexander decides
to return to Greece with his family only to find out that Alexander's brother, Alis, has claimed
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“How / Can I start, what can I say? / Should I use his name or call him / Beloved? Beloved? No! / Then how? I’ll
use his name. / Oh Lord, how sweet it would be / To call him Beloved! If only / I dared make that claim. / Dared?
Who can stop me? / I’m afraid it might be a lie. / A lie? Who knows if it is? / But if it is, I’ll be sorry. / I don’t want
to lie / And it’s better just to admit it. / But God, he wouldn’t be lying / If he called me his beloved!” (Raffel ln.
1384-1399)
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the throne after their father’s death. Alexander concedes to Alis with the condition that Alis not
marry or have children so that the throne will be passed to Cligés. But, after Alexander’s death,
Alis is persuaded to marry. He chooses Fenice, the daughter of the German Emperor.
The second half of the poem focuses on Cligés and his experiences. !Cligés falls in love
with Fenice, his Uncle Alis' wife. Fenice also loves Cligés, but cannot act on this quasiincestuous desire. Cligés chooses to follow in his father's footsteps and journey to Arthur's
kingdom. Cligés does well at court, participating in tournaments and displaying proper manners;
once knighted he returns home. Since Cligés and Fenice find they still love one another, Fenice
concocts a plan to use magic to fake her death. Once Fenice’s body is entombed,
Cligés an la fosse se met,
S’an a s’amie fors portee,
Qui mout est mate et amortee
Si l’acole et beise et anbrace.16 (Foerster ln. 6208-6911)
As with Soredamors and Alexander, the affection between Cligés and Fenice is made clear by
Chrétien; “amie” once more denotes romantic involvement between the characters.
Cligés and Fenice are initially successful in their deception and hide in a tower, but are
found out by Bertrand, who tells Alis. Cligés goes to Arthur to ask for help in getting his
kingdom back from his uncle, but Alis dies while he is away. Once Alis is dead, Cligés and
Fenice are free to marry and Cligés becomes emperor.
Cligés provides us with the first instance of “adultery” within Chrétien’s narratives. But
in so far as Fenice remained a virgin until her marriage to Cligés, it is clear that Chrétien wanted
to maintain a classic comedic structure in this romance; therefore, Alis’ death is a convenient
“out” and allows for Fenice and Cligés to marry without defying any societal taboos.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Cligés / Decended into the tomb / And carried his beloved out. / She was limp and already half-dead, / He held
her tight, and kissed her” (Raffel ln. 6188-6192)
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Le Chevalier au Lion (Yvain):
Unlike Chrétien’s previous tales, Le Chevalier au Lion focuses on the adverse effects of
neglecting courtly duties in favor of adventuring, or chivalric duties. This story begins when
Yvain seeks to avenge his cousin Calogrenant who had been defeated by Esclados in the forest of
Brocéliande. After killing Esclados, Yvain falls in love with his widow Laudine. With the aid of
Lunete, Laudine's servant, Yvain wins his lady and they are married. Shortly thereafter,
however, Gawain convinces Yvain to embark on chivalric adventures. Gawain taunts:
Amander doit de bele dame
qui l’a a amie ou a fame,
que n’est puis droiz quë ele l’aint
que ses los et ses pris remaint.17 (Kibler ln. 2493-2496)
This passage presents a unique look at Chrétien’s use of “amie.” There is a clear distinction
between an “amie” (lover) and “fame” (wife). Chrétien also seems to be recalling the
dishonorable relationship between Lancelot and Guinevere, where Lancelot continually ruins his
reputation in “service” to the Queen. Chrétien is clearly inserting commentary on the roles that
both men and women need to perform in a courtly relationship; the man must be able to maintain
his honor and reputation as a knight, and the woman must assist in that maintenance.
Laudine, as a proper courtly lady, agrees to allow Yvain to go, but demands he return
after one year. She gives him her ring and warns him,
prison ne tient ne sanc ne pert
nus amanz verais et leax,
në avenir ne li puet max;
mes qui porte et chier le tient,
de s’amie li resovient.18 (Kibler ln. 2608-2612)

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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He who has a beautiful woman as lover or wife / should be the better for having her, / for it’s not right for her to
love him / if his fame and worth are lost,” (Kibler, 103 ln. 2493-2496)
18
“no true and faithful lover, if he wears it, / can be imprisoned or lose any blood, / nor can any ill befall him; / but
whoever wears and cherishes it / will remember his sweetheart,” (Kibler ln.2608-2612)
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This is the only time in the entire poem that the couple uses the term “amie” in reference to one
another, and it’s a vague reference, at best.
Despite Laudine’s ring as a reminder, Yvain becomes so enthralled with his knightly
exploits that he forgets to return within the allotted time; in consequence, his wife shuns him.
Yvain goes mad with grief. He is eventually cured by a noblewoman, and determines to
rediscover himself and find a way to win back Laudine. Yvain rescues a lion from a dragon, the
lion then becoming a loyal companion and a symbol of knightly virtue. The lion helps him
defeat both a mighty giant and three fierce knights. Finally, after Yvain rescues Lunete from
being burned at the stake, she helps Yvain win back his wife once again, who allows him to
return.
Le Chevalier au Lion allows us to examine another form of the term “amie,” as a
shortened form of “amistiée:” the extended protection that a lord grants to those in the service of
one of his vassals; directly translated it means an alliance. The use of “amie” denotes a stronger
tie than an acquaintance; Chrétien would use “amis” to signify a lesser relationship19. In
comparison to Erec et Enide or Cligés, “amie” is used rarely in Le Chevalier au Lion. Of the
times it is used, several are to make vague references as to the responsibility of lovers. Most of
the instances where “amie” appears is when Yvain is speaking to Lunete. If the use of “amie”
denotes a romantic relationship, then why would Chrétien use it when Yvain speaks to Lunete
unless it is in the context of “amistiée,” as she is the handmaiden of his beloved?
The story of Yvain is not the only time we see “amie” being used as a form of amiestiée;
for it is also used within the tale of Erec et Enide. In that instance, it is King Arthur who extends
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19

!There is a notable exception to this in the Charette. When Guinevere is being carried off with Sir Kay she
laments for her “amis” in an obvious call to Lancelot, her lover. However, she speaks this aloud, which means that a
call to her “amis” would just be the knight that is in service to her, although in this case her lover and knight are one
in the same. I address this passage in greater detail later.!!
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his protection to the wife of one of his most beloved knights, Erec. While speaking to Enide,
Arthur proclaims:
Ma dolce amie,
m’amor vos doing sanz vilenie;
sanz malvestié et sanz folage
vos amerai de boen corage.20 (Carroll ln. 1801-1804)
Because of Arthur’s affinity for Erec, Chrétien uses the term “amie” to convey the depth of his
promise of protection and “love” to Enide. While this use of “amie” does not denote a romantic
relationship between Arthur and Enide, it does convey that the oath is deeper than that of a
lord/vassal relationship and signifies the emotional value behind such an oath. The context
demands that we read the “amie” alongside “m’amor” where it’s clear Arthur is offering Enide
his royal aid and protection.

Le Conte du Graal (Perceval):
Chrétien’s Le Conte du Graal is the only one of his poems that is left unfinished. While
it does contain some courtly romance elements, the focus of the story is chivalric piety: that is to
say, how a knight serves his God rather than a lady.
Le Conte du Graal begins with Perceval, who has been raised away from court. After his
father's death, he continually encounters knights and decides he wants to be one. Despite his
mother's objections, the boy heads to King Arthur's court, where a young girl predicts greatness
for him. He amazes everyone by defeating and taking the armor of a knight that had been a
nuisance to King Arthur. Following this, Perceval sets out for adventure. He trains under the

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“My sweet friend, / I give you my love without villainy; / without wickedness and without folly / I shall gladly
love you.” (Carroll ln. 1801-1804) – I find Carroll’s translation of the final line to be slightly misleading within the
context that it’s presented. I believe the final line “vos amerai de boen corage” should be translated as, “I will love
you bravely.”
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experienced Gornemant, then falls in love with and rescues Blanchefleur, who is referred to as
“s’amie”:
et cil qui avoit desraisnie
Vers lui la terre et la pucele,
Blanchfleur, samie la bele,
Delez li se jue et delite.21 (Roach ln. 2910-2913).
Sometime after the lovers wed, our knight desires to return home to his mother, but
Congié prendre a s’amie n’ose,
Car ele li vee et desfent,
Et comande a tote sa gent
Que de remanoir molt li prïent.22 (Roach ln. 2922-2925)
The beginning of the Graal is interesting, particularly because the knight is unnamed while his
beloved is clearly identified. However, the association between the maiden, Blanchefleur, and
our protagonist is made clear. While the relationship between Blanchefleur and Perceval does
culminate with marriage, Chrétien also uses “amie” when either the narrator or other characters
reference said union, asserting the romantic depth of their involvement.
On his journey home to visit his mother, Perceval comes across the Fisher King and is
invited to stay at his castle. While there he witnesses a strange procession in which young men
and women carry magnificent objects − a bleeding lance, a candelabra, and a grail − from one
chamber to another. After being warned against talking too much, Perceval remains silent
throughout the elaborate ceremony and wakes up the next morning alone. He discovers his
mother is dead and is asked to return to court by Arthur. Once back, Perceval is admonished by
a lady who enters court for failing to ask his host, the Fisher King, whom the grail served and
why the lance bled, as these questions would have healed the wounded king.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“But he who’d fought that knight - / Snatching Blanchfleur, / his beautiful belovèd, and her lands / From
Clamedeu’s grip – he lived / In delight” (Raffel ln. 2912-2916).
22
“His belovèd would not / Let him go; he dared not / Ask her. She ordered all / Her people to beg him to stay - /
But they begged in vain” (Raffel ln. 2924-2928).
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Particularly within the Graal narrative, Chrétien emphasizes the appropriate nature of a
match when he uses “amie” alongside adjectives for the ladies, if he has not previously
introduced the characters. The lady who scolds Perceval describes Castle Pride, her ultimate
destination, and claims:
[il a] cinc cens et soissante et sis,
Et sachiez qu’il n’i a celui
Qui n’ait s’amie aveques lui,
Gentil feme, cortoise et bele.23 (Roach ln. 4692-4695)
These women are of “noble” status; therefore, they are appropriate objects of affection for the
knights at this particular castle. Not only is their nobility mentioned, but also their beauty, which
is an indicator of any lady who has won the affections of a knight. The virtue of the lady is
directly applied to the knight that holds her favor. Therefore, the more ideals the lady holds, the
more honor she bestows to her knight.
The story shifts away from Perceval at this point; no more is heard of him except in a
short passage, when a hermit explains that the grail contains a single mass-wafer that
miraculously sustains the Fisher King’s wounded father. The rest of the poem centers on
Gawain, Arthur’s nephew. Gawain is challenged to a duel by a knight claiming that Gawain had
killed his lord. Gawain liberates a castle whose inhabitants include his long-lost mother and
grandmother as well as his sister Clarissant, whose existence was previously unknown to him.
Since this poem is left unfinished, the reader does not discover the conclusion to
Perceval’s or Gawain’s stories. However, much can still be surmised from Chrétien’s presumed
final piece of work, such as his shift away from courtly behavior to a more pious chivalry.
Although Chrétien does have a romance within the story, between Perceval and Blanchefleur, it
is not central to the plot. The focus of the poem is on the worth of the knights, presumably in the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“[It]Contains five hundred and sixty- / Six worthy knights, / And every single one / Keeps his belovèd at his side / Noble ladies, and lovely” (Raffel ln. 4692-4696).
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eyes of God: that is to say, Chrétien asks through the Graal, how do chivalric deeds serve God’s
will?
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Part 3: Analysis of “Le Chevalier de la Charette (Lancelot)”
The conclusion of Chrétien’s Le Chevalier de la Charette has left many scholars
perplexed with Lancelot and the behavior he exhibits once he has been freed from the tower that
Meleagant walled him in. Lancelot’s affection towards Guinevere before his imprisonment
“attains heights of quasi-religious intensity with comic overtones; [in fact], Lancelot’s behavior
is so extraordinary that two women interested in him both realize intuitively that he is indifferent
to them” (Walters xix). In contrast, after his imprisonment, he is solely focused on exacting
revenge on Meleagant, not reuniting with Guinevere. In addition to his drastic change in body
language, the term “amie,” more significantly, is used in reference to Lancelot’s rescuer. As
noted in Part 2, the use of “amie” is consistently used by Chrétien to indicate romantic
involvement between characters. Lancelot’s peculiar behavior concerning his savior,
Meleagant’s sister, his seeming amnesia toward Guinevere, and the use of “amie” warrant
examination. Godefroy creates a conclusion to the Le Chevalier de la Charette that invites us to
question whether a romantic relationship between Lancelot and Guinevere continues.
Chrétien asserts his dislike for the topic of adultery in the opening lines of Le Chevalier
de la Charette. He claims that:
Puis que ma dame de Champaigne
vialt que romans a feire anpraigne,
je l’anprendrai molt volentiers.24 (Kibler ln. 1-3)
But also prefaces the tale by saying,
mes tant dirai ge qui mialz oevre
ses comandemanz an ceste oevre
que sans ne painne que g’i mete.25 (Kibler ln. 21-23)

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Since my lady of Champagne / Wishes me to begin a romance, / I shall do so most willingly” (Kibler ln. 1-3)
“I will say, however, that her command / Has more importance in this work / Than any thought or effort I might
put into it” (Kibler ln. 21-23).

25
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Chrétien discloses that not only did he not come up with the subject matter, but that his patroness
has dictated the context through which to operate; he is not required to have put “any thought or
effort” into the tale of Lancelot because he is confined to the parameters set by Marie de
Champagne. Chrétien’s indifference toward or, perhaps dislike of the story is made even more
evident with his appointing Godefroy de Lagny to complete it. Chrétien’s other narratives
uphold the virtues of love within a marriage; therefore, “[i]f Chrétien was sincere, as he seemed
to be in Cligés, where such [illicit affairs were] denounced and held up for censure, why should
he now write about it, apparently complacently in Le Chevalier de la Charette?” (Noble 78).
Chrétien abandons the tale of Lancelot after he has imprisoned his hero in a tower. Due to the
constraints of the “matière et sens” his patroness placed upon him, Chrétien projected his own
metaphorical imprisonment onto his hero. Lancelot is physically restrained, which doesn’t allow
him to fulfill the chivalric roles that comprise his identity. Despite his forced literary constraints
“Chrétien [consistently] hints that there may be some reservations in his approach to courtly
love, although he is very careful not to let them emerge too obviously” (Noble 69).
While it is impossible to discern a precise reason for Godefroy taking over the Lancelot
story, the epilogue declares Chrétien’s approval of its conclusion. Many scholars have
speculated that Chrétien’s distaste for the subject matter prompted him to abandon the work;
given the lack of evidence for a competing theory, Chrétien’s aversion to the topic of condoning
adultery seems to be the most likely of options. As is discussed, it seems extremely odd that
Chrétien would writing so willingly about a topic that he actively condemns in his other stories;
therefore, the passing of the story to Godefroy de Lagny seems the likeliest of possibilities for
Chrétien to rid himself of a storyline he found distasteful without suffering the wrath of angering
his patroness.
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Linguistic Analysis of Chrétien’s Charette:
Chrétien maintains a distinct linguistic habit throughout his writings, and the Charette is
no different. The uniformity in his authorial style and diction helps to create a reference point
for how we are to interpret the more nuanced aspects of his writings. Throughout Le Chevalier
de la Charette, almost all of the female characters are labeled “dameisele” or “pucele” by either
Lancelot or the narrator. The differentiation is used, mainly, to demark age or sexual purity
(virginal or married). Maidens introduced as “pucele” are meant to be interpreted as younger
than “dameiseles.” This is seen in the first several encounters Lancelot has with female
characters. For example, when Lancelot enters the tower immediately following his ride in the
cart he meets “une dameisele ancontree26” (Kibler ln. 431). Because the girl is running the castle
without a male in charge, this is most likely the reason for her being labeled “dameisele” rather
than “pucele.” “Dameisele” is most often used to refer to the lady of the house or an older
woman when compared to another maiden that is present. The narrator uses a single term to
describe the young, virginal maiden that Lancelot interacts with, “pucele.”27
Much like the terms “dameisele” and “pucele,” “Dame” also denotes a particular level
within society. “Dame” is used when one character is speaking to the woman in the highest
social ranking of the household. Guinevere is always referred to as “Dame” because as Queen,
she would be the highest ranking female anywhere she resides.
Unlike the terms “dameisele,” “pucele,” and “Dame,” the use of “amis” or “amie”
signifies a specific relationship between individuals. The use of “amis” can, and is, used across
genders. “Amis” often refers to any type of affinity or camaraderie. While it denotes a level of
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!

“A richly dressed girl”
In the Croizy-Naquet edition, “pucele” appears in lines 2787, 2796, 2801, 2830, 2855, 2893, 2930, and 2946.
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familiarity, its usage does not, necessarily, specify any particular or lasting attachment between
individuals. In other words, it is used as a courteous address to those of similar rank or title28.
By contrast, “amie” is inserted only a handful of times throughout the text; its scarcity signifies
the level of importance it holds for the author. Each time Chrétien uses “amie,” a man’s intimate
relationship with a woman29 - physical, emotional, or both - is being referenced.30

Lancelot’s interactions with female characters:
In addition to the ways he verbally addresses female characters, Lancelot’s body
language plays a significant role in the interpretation of his affection towards the various women
that he encounters while on his quest to save the Queen from Meleagant. Prior to his
imprisonment, Lancelot’s attitude toward female characters (other than Guinevere) is formal and
emotionally distant. Lancelot does what he feels is necessary to reach the object of his affection,
Guinevere. For example, when Lancelot encounters a maiden immediately following his ride in
the cart, he is brash and stubborn. After being told that he is not permitted to sleep in the third
bed provided by the hostess,
Li chevaliers li respond lors
(cil qui sor la charrete vint)
qu’a desdaing et a despit tint
la desfanse a la dameisele.31 (Kibler ln. 476-479)
While he is courteous to the young woman, Lancelot remains emotionally and physically distant.
The following morning we are told that,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28

!“Amis” can be used between lovers as is shown later in Guinevere’s call to Lancelot when Kay takes her from
court, but it more common for the “amie” to be used when the relationship of lovers is being referenced.
29
!In Chrétien’s works, “amie” is never used to describe a relationship between two men. This clarifies the distinct
type of relationship that Chrétien is referencing when he uses “amie.”
30
The only notable exception to this is Arthur’s reference to Enide as “amie”; however, the context makes it clear
that Arthur is offering royal protection, not intimacy.
31
“The knight (he who had arrived in the cart) / Replied thereupon / That he was disdainful and cared not at all / For
the girl’s command” (Kibler ln. 476-479).
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Li chevalier congié ont pris
come cortois et bien apris
a la dameisele.32 (Kibler ln. 591-593)
Lancelot continues to be aloof throughout his interactions with women, despite age or rank, until
he is recued by Meleagant’s sister.
Lancelot, accompanied by Gawain, encounters a girl at the crossroads following their
departure from the maiden at the tower keep. Once more, Lancelot’s demeanor is distant and
formal. He is also cautious. When the girl demands that Gawain and Lancelot make her a
promise, Lancelot
ne dit pas que il l’an promete
tot son pooir, einçois afiche
(come cil cui Amors fet riche
et puissant et hardi par tot)
que, sanz arrest et sanz redot,
quanqu’ele voldra li promet
et toz an son voloir se met.33 (Kibler ln. 628-634)
The figure of Love is invoked to firmly establish Lancelot’s devotion to fulfill his oath. This
maiden divulges information crucial to Lancelot’s quest. She informs him that Meleagant has
taken the Queen and indicates where he has taken her. Furthermore, she also shows them the
path they must follow. Finally,
Et quant ele aler les an voit,
si dit: ‘Chascuns de vos me doit
un guerredon a mon gré randre
quele ore que jel voldrai prandre;
gardez, ne l’obliez vos mie.’
‘Nel ferons nos, voir, dolce amie,’
font li chavalier anbedui34 (Kibler ln. 703-709).
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“With proper courtesy / The knights took leave / of the girl” (Kibler ln. 591-593).
“Did not say that he pledged her / All his strength, but rather swore / (Like one whom Love has made powerful /
And strong and bold for any endeavor) / To do, without hesitation or fear, / Anything she might wish / And to be
entirely at her command in everything” (Kibler, ln. 628-634).
34
“When the girl saw them riding off / She said: ‘Each of you must grant me / A favor at my choosing, / Whenever I
request it; / Take care not to forget that.’ / ‘In truth, we’ll not forget, fair friend’ / The two knights replied.” (Kibler,
ln. 703-709).
33
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The use of “amie” in this instance is interesting, because Gawain and Lancelot use it jointly. The
oath is an ongoing promise that is unfulfilled by the time the knights depart from the lady, and
thus what the men imply is that she will remain in their protection. “Amie” here evokes the
“amistiée” offer by Arthur to Enide; it does not suggest any sort of intimacy between the lady
and Lancelot or Gawain.
Lancelot’s lack of desire to be with any woman except the Queen is further demonstrated
when he is forced to consent to sleep with a maiden in order to ensure lodging. The beautiful girl
says to Lancelot,
Mes par itel herbergeroiz
que avoec moi vos coucheroiz - einsi le vos ofre et present.35 (Kibler ln. 943-945)
The narrator makes it known that Lancelot dislikes this condition but has no choice:
Et cil, des que il ne puet mialz,
l’otroie si com ele vialt;
de l’otroier li cuers li dialt.36” (Kibler ln. 956-958)
Once Lancelot agrees to the maiden’s terms, she directs him to come to her chambers once he
thinks she is in bed. Per the maiden’s instructions:
Lors s’an ist fors et si demore
une grant piece enmi la cort
tant qu’il estuet qu’il s’an retort - car covant tenir li covient
Arriere an la sale revient,
Mes cele qui se fet s’amie,
Ne trueve, qu’el n’i estoit mie.
Quant il ne la trueve ne voit,
si dit: ‘An quel leu qu’ele soit
Je la querrai tnat que je l’aie.’
Del Querre plus ne se delaie
por le covant que il li ot.37 (Kibler ln. 1046-1057)
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35

“But you may lodge there / Only if you agree to sleep with me - - / On this condition I make my offer” (Kibler ln.
943-945).
36
“The knight, when he saw he could not do otherwise, / Granted her what she wished, / Though it distressed his
heart to do so” (Kibler ln. 956-958).
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The use of “amie” in this instance is consistent with its use throughout Chrétien’s tales.
Lancelot’s initial interpretation of the oath he took was to have a sexual encounter with this
woman. Such an act would make her his lover, whether he desires that title or not. Eventually,
he does find her being “attacked” by several men. When she pleads to Lancelot for help, he
begrudgingly fends off the would-be rapists, who are revealed to be the maiden’s own men. She
had ordered them to stage a violent scene, no doubt to test Lancelot’s integrity. Once the men
are sent away, the maiden declares that she and Lancelot must retire. Lancelot, however, refuses
to even look at the maiden once they are in the bed together and employs a literal interpretation
of “sleep” rather than be forced into a sexual encounter.
The final maiden that Lancelot encounters before entering the kingdom of Gorre is
Meleagant’s sister although the reader is not initially aware of her identity. The language that
Lancelot uses during this interaction is consistent with his previous interactions with other
females of her age group within the story. Not only does Lancelot remain formal and distant
with the young girl, but the narrator adopts the same tone as well, suggesting that there is no
interest generated by their meeting, sexual or emotional. We are introduced to Meleagant’s sister
as she enters the scene after Lancelot has defeated a knight in combat. Chrétien writes,

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Then he went out and tarried / A long while in the courtyard, / Until he had to return - - / For he could not break
his promise. / He came back back into the hall / But could not find his would-be love, / For she was not there. /
Unable to see or discover her, / He said ‘wherever she might be / I’ll seek until I have her.’ / He set off at once to
find her / On account of the promise he had given.” (Kibler ln. 1046-1057)
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‘Chevaliers,’ fet ele, ‘de loing
sui ça venue a grant besoing
a toi por demader un don,
en merite et an guerredon
si grant con ge te porrai feire.
Et tu avras encore afeire
de m’aïde, si con je croi.’
Et cil li respond: ‘Dites moi
que vos volez, et se je l’ai,
avoir le porroiz sanz delai,
mes que ne soit chose trop griés.38’ (Kibler ln. 2797-2807)
Lancelot’s reservation in granting a maiden’s request is again highlighted by his stipulation that
“avoir le porroiz sanz delai, / mes que ne soit chose trop griés” (Kibler ln. 2806-2807). This is
similar to the oath he gave to the maiden at the crossroads. While “cortoisie” demands he
attempt to grant this woman’s request, he acquiesces to it carefully to avoid any confusion about
his intent towards her. In other words, while he does as she commands him, he does not think
about anything more than duty when in her presence.
While Lancelot’s initial interaction with Meleagant’s sister is predicated on “cortoisie,” her
intentions imply a deeper hoped-for outcome. Meleagant’s sister claims that if Lancelot grants
her request, “en merite et an guerredon / si grant con ge te porrai feire39” (Kibler ln. 2800-2801).
Meleagant’s sister is, in fact, the princess in the kingdom of Gorre and, as far as we are made
aware, she has not been promised to another male. This would mean that the “greatest reward”
would be to present Lancelot with a legitimate and honorable marriage that ends with an
elevation in his status. This is not outlandish as it would serve several purposes to Lancelot, both
politically and spiritually. First, it would allow for an alliance between King Arthur, whom
Lancelot serves, and the Kingdom of Gorre, to which the princess is tied by blood. Second, it
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“‘Knight,’ said she, ‘I have come / From afar in great distress / To ask a favor of you, / For which you will
deserve / The greatest reward I can offer. / A time will come when you will need / My assistance, I believe.’ / ‘Tell
me,’ he answered her, / You will receive it at once, / If it be not something extravagant.’” (Kibler ln. 2797-2807)
39
“For which you will deserve / The greatest reward I can offer” (Kibler ln. 2800-2801).
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would provide Lancelot with an honorable marriage opportunity, and a means through which to
extricate himself from a dishonorable relationship – with Guinevere.

Lancelot’s Relationship with Queen Guinevere:
Throughout much of the story Lancelot and Guinevere are together within a public
sphere, and so Lancelot’s addressing Guinevere is complicated by the illicit nature of the
relationship as well as her superior rank. Any outward display of affection would be deemed
inappropriate, and could be, in fact, dangerous. Therefore, Lancelot often addresses Guinevere
in an extremely formal manner that is befitting a knight serving his Queen. He most often refers
to her as “Dame,” “My Lady,” as opposed to “amie,” “beloved.” Further, Guinevere only uses
the term “amie” in reference to Lancelot when she feels that she cannot be overheard or when the
reader is privy to the Queen’s thoughts directly.
The reader is made aware of Guinevere’s affections early within the text when she is led
away by Sir Kay; she laments,
Ha! amis, se le seüssiez,
ja, ce croi ne l’otroiesiez
que Kex me menast un seul pas. 40(Kibler ln. 209-211)
In this instance, “amis” is used in reference to Lancelot. His ignorance of her predicament is
what causes her such distress; after all, Lancelot would surely not allow Kay to remove her from
court. Guinevere’s call to her lover is the first hint of the affair with Lancelot that the reader is
given; however, she refers to him as “amis” and it is not immediately clear to whom she is
referring to in her lament. Guinevere does not refer to Lancelot in any affectionate terms until
she believes he is dead. Once again she laments,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Ah! My friend, if you knew/ I think you would never permit / Kay to lead me even a single step away” (Kibler,
ln. 209-211)
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Ha! Lasse! De coi me sovint
quant mes amis devant moi vint
que je nel deignai conjoĭr,
ne ne les vos onques oĭr!41 (Kibler ln. 4197-4200)
While Chrétien does not use “amie” in this case, it is clear that Guinevere is referring to Lancelot
and, at this point in the narrative, they are still in the midst of their affair.
Despite the difficulties Lancelot and Guinevere have verbalizing their love, the narrator
solidifies the idea that they are carrying on an affair; our narrator uses “amie” when describing
Guinevere’s relationship to Lancelot and vice versa. For instance, when King Bademagu begs
Guinevere to have Lancelot spare Meleagant’s life, the narrator describes Lancelot’s reaction:
Molt est qui ainme obeĭssanz,
et molt fet tost et volentiers
la ou il est amis antiers
ce qu’a s’amie doie plaire.42 (Kibler ln. 3798-3801)
The narrator uses the term “amie” in reference to Lancelot being the lover of Guinevere. The use
of both “amis” and “amie” solidifies that Lancelot and Guinevere are maintaining both a public
and private relationship. The subtle difference between the two terms shows how precarious the
public/private balance is for Lancelot and Guinevere.
Unlike the maidens that Lancelot encounters while on his quest, Guinevere is an everpresent figure in his thoughts. She occupies him so fully that he often feels shame and dishonor
and is forced to redeem himself constantly throughout his quest to save her. When Lancelot
encounters the knight by the river, the narrator makes specific mention that “n’ancor ne se
remuet ne lasse / li chevaliers de son panser43” (Kibler ln.736-737). This eventually leads to
Lancelot’s humiliation by being struck and unhorsed. Lancelot’s shame causes him to lash out
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
41

Oh misery! What was I thinking, when my lover came before me and I did not deign to welcome him, nor even
care to listen!” (Kibler ln. 4197-4200)
42
“One who loves totally / Is ever obedient, / And willingly and completely does / Whatever might please his love”
(Kibler ln. 3798-3801).
43
“Our knight has not grown weary / Of his unceasing reflections” (Kibler ln. 736-737).
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and challenge the knight in order to regain his honor. While Lancelot is victorious, his pride has
been wounded from being caught off guard and defeated by a knight beneath him in skill.
Lancelot is again shamed when a maiden attempts to lead him away from the path where
a comb, belonging to the Queen, lay. When the girl tells him that the comb belongs to his
Queen, “n’a tant de vertu / que tot nel coveigne ploier44” (Kibler ln. 1424-1425). The maiden
goes to keep him from falling and “[q]uant il la vit, s’en ot vergoigne45” (Kibler ln. 1443).
Lancelot is shamed by his behavior because it is contrary to a warrior ethos that he should be
perceived as so weak. However, his weakness is caused by his apparent love for the Queen and
is thus excusable.
Later in the narrative, after freeing the captives from the kingdom of Gorre, Lancelot is
imprisoned by Meleagant and once again humiliated. Lancelot is temporarily granted a release
by the lady of the house where he is being held and secretly enters a tournament at Arthur’s
Court. When Guinevere discovers his identity, she bids him to do his worst before telling him to
do his best. However, the townspeople say “si l’a Malvestiez an baillie / qu’il ne puet rien contre
li faire46” (Kibler ln. 5866-67). Furthermore, the narrator explicitly states that Lancelot
Por a morir rien ne feïst
se sa grant honte n’i veïst
et son leit et sa desenor.47 (Kibler ln. 5669-71)
While Lancelot eventually defeats all of his opponents, he is unable to acknowledge the
reacquisition of his honor because he must immediately return to his captor. The fact that
Lancelot keeps his word to return to his imprisonment shows the depth of his commitment to
keeping his honor intact through oath fulfillment, a trait that is even expressed by his nemesis,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“The knight had not strength enough / To keep from falling forward” (Kibler ln. 1424-1425).
“When he saw her he was ashamed” (Kibler ln. 1443).
46
Cowardice has him so firmly in her grip / That he can do nothing to oppose her” (Kibler ln. 5866-67)
47
“[n]ot on his life would he do anything / Unless he saw that it would bring him shame, / Disgrace and dishonor”
(Kibler ln. 5869-71)
45
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Meleagant, when he states that “[i]l n’an fera ja mesprison48” (Kibler ln. 6092). Lancelot’s
adversary is even forced to acknowledge the nobility that Lancelot values and embodies.
Lancelot never refers to Guinevere as “beloved,” or uses any form of that endearment, in
her presence. This is the case even when they meet in secret. When Lancelot goes to see the
Queen in her chambers while in King Badagamu’s castle, he reassures her,
‘Dame,’ fet il, ‘or nes vos chaille!’
Ja ne cuit que fers rien i vaille - rien fors vos ne me puet tenir
que bien ne puisse a vos venir.49 (Kibler ln. 4607-10)
Such formality within the secret world of lovers seems odd, considering the depth of their
supposed affections. While such language choice is appropriate within the public setting, it does
not seem necessary during private trysts. Lancelot’s language towards Guinevere remains
formal throughout private as well as public encounters and only rarely is that formality
suspended.
Guinevere is addressed as Lancelot’s “beloved” or “lover” in only one instance by
Lancelot himself. On the singular occasion that Lancelot does verbally claim Guinevere as
“amie,” however, it is when he is questioning the depth of her feelings towards him. When
Lancelot finally reaches the Queen, she reprimands him for his dishonorable ride in the cart. Her
cold response to his sacrifice leads Lancelot to initially question the depths of Guinevere’s
affections for him. Lancelot ponders:

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“[h]e will never break his oath” (Kibler, 6092)
“‘My Lady,’ he said, ‘don’t worry!’ / I don’t believe that iron will ever stop me - - / Nothing but you yourself
could keep me / From coming in to you.” (Kibler ln. 4607-10)
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Dex, cist forfez, por coi me nut?
Onques Amors bien ne conut
qui ce me torna a reproche;
qu’an ne porroit dire de boche
riens qui de par Amors venist,
qui a reproche apartenist;
einz est amors et corteisie
quanqu’an puet feire por s’amie.
Por m’amie nel fis je pas.
Ne sai comant je die, las!
Ne sai se die amie ou non;
ne li os metre cest sornon.
Mes tant cuit je d’Amor savoir,
que ne me deüst mie avoir
por ce plus vil, s’ele m’amast,
mes ami verai me clamast,
quant por li me sanbloit enors
a feire quanque vialt Amors,
nes sor la charrete monter.50 (Kibler ln. 4353-4371)
This passage contains many nuances for the position courtly relationships hold within Chrétien’s
narratives. The most important is that Lancelot directly addresses the complexities of his
relationship to Guinevere, so much so that he becomes confused as to the depths of her affections
towards him. This passage not only has Lancelot declaring Guinevere as his “amie,” but also
questioning whether he even should because of her coldness. While the affair does continue and
leads to the explicit reunion in Guinevere’s chambers, doubt has been placed within the reader
and Lancelot’s heart as to the level of Guinevere’s affections.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Oh God! This crime, how could it have damned me? / One who would hold this against me / Never truly knew
Love; / For there is nothing one could mention / Which, if prompted by Love, / Should be contemptible; / Rather,
anything that one can do for his lady-love / Should be considered an act of love and courtliness. / Yet I did not do it
for my lady-love. / Ah, me, I know not what to call her! / Whether I dare name her / My ‘lady-love,’ I do not know. /
But I think I know this much of Love: / If she had loved me, she would not / Have esteemed me the less for this, /
But would have called me her true-love, / Since it seemed to me honorable / To do anything for her that Love
required, / Even to mounting into the cart.” (Kibler ln. 4353-4371)
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Tower Scene:
Godefroy cleverly uses Lancelot’s final imprisonment to set up the restoration of the
narrative’s comedic structure in which the ideals of the Courtly and Chivalric ideals must be
rebalanced. Meleagant’s sister is introduced immediately upon Meleagant’s return to his father’s
kingdom. Our narrator explains that:
Toz fu li palés antassez
de chevaliers et de puceles.
Mes une en i ot avoec eles
(cele estoit suer Meleagant)
don bien vos dirai ça avant
mon pansser et m’antencïon;
mes n’an vuel feire mancïon,
car n’afiert pas a ma matire
que ci androit an doie dire,
ne je ne la vuel boceier
ne corronpre ne forceier,
mes mener boen chemin et droit.51 (Kibler ln. 6240-6251)
While the narrator chooses not to divulge what purpose Meleagant’s sister will serve later on, it
is clear that it is significant enough to warrant an early introduction.
The braggart Meleagant returns to his father’s kingdom and relates the circumstances of
Lancelot’s failure to confront him in Arthur’s kingdom. During their exchange, Bademagu
exclaims,
…dahait qui ja cuidera
que Lanceloz li bien apris,
qui de toz fors de toi a pris,
s’an soit por ta crieme foïz.52 (Kibler ln.6358-6361)
Bademagu’s daughter overhears the conversation and:
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“The palace was overflowing / With knights and maidens. / There was one among them / (She was the sister of
Meleagant) / About whom I shall willingly / Tell you what I know later; / I do not want to speak further of her now /
Since it is not part of my story / To tell of her at this point; / And I do not want to inflate / Or confuse or alter my
story, / But develop it in a proper and straightforward manner” (Kibler ln. 6240-6251).
52
“Damned be anyone who would believe / That Lancelot, this perfect knight / Who is esteemed by all but yourself,
/ Would ever flee out of fear of you” (Kibler ln. 6358-6361).
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Bien aparçoit qu’an le celot
quant an n’an set ne vant ne voie.
‘Ja Dex,’ fete ele, ‘ne me voie.
quant je jamés reposerai
jusque tant que je an savrai
novele certainne et verai. 53 (Kibler ln. 6382-6387)
Badegamu’s daughter leaves the castle in search of Lancelot and, conveniently, happens upon
the tower in which her brother has imprisoned him. Lancelot has entered into both physical and
emotional despair by the time the maiden finds him.
As Meleagant’s sister attempts to ascertain whether Lancelot is locked within the tower,
she hears
une voiz qui un duel feisoit
an la tor merveilleuse et fort,
qui ne queroit el que la mort.54 (Kibler ln 6460-64620)
Lancelot then gives a soliloquy of his misfortune. This lament condemns Fortune, Gawain, and
Meleagant for their roles in his situation. However, one individual is conspicuously absent, his
Lady – Queen Guinevere. This omission is striking for a few reasons: first, up until this point
Guinevere has been a constant presence in Lancelot’s thoughts. Jean DeRoy points out the
second reason: “[a]vant la vraie fin du combat il supplie la reine d’intervenir auprès de Lancelot
pourqu’il épargne encore la vie de son fils. Et se croyant tout permis, sans respecter le serment
sacré de son amant, sans même le consulter, ne fût-ce que d’un regard, Guenièvre dispose, elle,
de la vie de Méléagant en disant non sans coquetterie: <<Tout ce qui vous sied et plait de bonne
foi, jamais vous ne feriez rien contre moi!>>55” (73). DeRoy also refers to Lancelot’s
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“It was evident he was being kept hidden, / Since no one had any trace of news. / ‘May God,’ she told herself,
‘never look / Upon me if ever I rest / Before I shall know / Definite, truthful news of him” (Kibler ln. 6382-6387).
54
“Coming from within the tower - - / A voice filled with deepest grief, / Seeking only death” (Kibler ln. 64606462).
55
Before the actual end of the battle, he begs the queen to intervene with Lancelot to spare once more his son’s life.
And believing that everything is permitted her, without respect for the sacred oath of her lover, without even
consulting him, if only with a glance, Guinevere arranges, herself, for Meleagant’s life, saying not without coquetry
‘Anything that suits you and pleases in good faith, you would never do anything against me!’
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condemnation of Fortune for having capriciously abandoned him (Kibler ln. 6476-6477). For
Lancelot, being at such an emotional high (his night of passion with Guinevere), to being cast to
such an emotional low (his imprisonment in the tower) causes him to regret his affair with
Arthur’s wife. If Guinevere had allowed her lover to fulfill his oath and kill Meleagant, he
would not have been locked in the tower; further, if Lancelot had not had a sexual encounter with
the Queen, he would not have been forced to defend Guinevere or Kay’s honor at all. Once
again, Guinevere brings public shame to Lancelot – his failure to appear for a scheduled battle
against Meleagant. Guinevere, knowing of Lancelot’s oath prior to the initial battle, concedes to
Bademagu’s pleas; she thus fails to uphold her oath to her knight and causes physical, mental,
and social suffering for Lancelot.
Lancelot’s lament confirms his presence to Meleagant’s sister and it is then that she calls
out to him: “Amis, vos qui estes lessus, / parlez a une vostre amie56” (Kibler, ln. 6538-6539).
This simple statement displays the deep connection that Meleagant’s sister feels towards
Lancelot. She declares that he should “speak to one that loves [him],” meaning her. Lancelot’s
inability to identify his savior is proof of his indifference towards other women prior to his
imprisonment. With regard to Meleagant’s sister, “[n]e la conut, mes il la voit57” (Kibler ln.
6566). Guinevere has consumed his thoughts so fully that he is unable to recognize a maiden for
whom he had previously done a service – the beheading of a knight she disliked.
Nevertheless, Meleagant’s sister informs him that she is there to repay him. Lancelot
responds:
Bien me sera guerredonez
li servises que je vos fis,
se je fors de ceanz sui mis.58 (Kibler ln. 6584-6586
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“Fair friend, you who are there above, / Speak to one who loves you” (Kibler ln. 6538-6539).
“He saw her, but did not know who she was” (Kibler ln. 6566).
58
!“The service I did you / Will be well repaid / If I am freed from here” (Kibler ln. 6584-6586).
57
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However, he then declares:
Se fors de ci me poez metre,
por voir vos puisdire et prometre
que je toz jorz mes serai vostres,
si m’aïst sainz Pos li apostres.
Et se je Deu voie an la face,
jamés n’iert jorz aue je ne face
quanque vos pleira commander.
Ne me savroiz ja demander
chose nule, por que je l’aie,
que vos ne l’aiez sanz delaie.59 (Kibler ln. 6587-6596)
Unlike in his previous declarations of aid to maidens, Lancelot makes no stipulation to his
pledge, nor does the narrator. Furthermore, Lancelot invokes not only St. Paul, but God as well,
which makes this a deliberate act that holds significant meaning. The naming of God and an
apostle removes his pledge from being considered a “rash boon.”
Lancelot is able to free himself only after King Bademagu’s daughter finds a pickaxe for
him to use. However, because of his prolonged internment, he is physically, mentally, and
emotionally weakened. The maiden takes Lancelot to a castle that is safe and private. Although
this safe haven is well stocked and staffed, the maiden tends to Lancelot herself:
Puis le baigne, puis le conroie
sit res bien que je n’an porroie
la mitié deviser ne dire.
Soëf le menoie et atire
si com ele feïst son pere:
tot le renovele et repere,
tot le remue, tot le change.60 (Kibler ln. 6663-6669)
Lancelot is, in effect, reborn under her care. He has suffered for his past transgressions and is
now fully restored, thanks to her ministrations.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
59

If you can get me out, / I can truly affirm and promise / To be yours from this day hence, / With the help of the
Apostle Paul. / And as God as my witness, / Never will a day come that I will fail to do / All you may be pleased to
request. / Never could you ask of me / A single thing which, if I were able to get it, / You would not have
immediately” (Kibler ln. 6587-6596).
60
She then bathed and cared for him / So well that I could not / Tell you half of the good she did. / She handled and
treated him / As gently as she would her father, / Completely reviving and restoring him / And giving him new life”
(Kibler ln. 6663-6669).
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Lancelot is grateful to his rescuer; however in his departure from her, his behavior differs
dramatically from that during any previous encounter with a female character.
La pucele beise et acole,
puis li dist amïablemant:
‘Amie,’ fet il, ‘seulemant
a Deu et a vos rant merciz
de ce que sains sui et gariz.
Par vos sui de prison estors,
por ce poez mon cuer, mon cors,
et mon servise et mon avoir,
quant vos pleira, prandre et avoir.
Tant m’avez fet que vostres sui.
Mes grant piece a que je ne sui
a la cort Artus mon seignor,
qui m’a portee grant enor - et g’i avroie assez a feire.
Or, douce amie deboneire,
par amors si vos prieroie
congié d’aler; et g’i iroie,
s’il vos pleisoit, molt volantiers.61 (Kibler ln. 6678-6695)
Not only does Lancelot reiterate the pledge he made to Meleagant’s sister while he was
imprisoned, he also initiates intimate contact by kissing and embracing her. This is not only
something that our knight never did, but it is something he consciously avoided throughout the
narrative. This passage, according to DeRoy, shows that “Guenièvre est dejà loin de leurs
pensées. Le lecteur qui n'y verrait que des clichés mondains et des formalités sans fond est
corrigé discrètement par Godefroy lui-même62” (75). Surely Occam’s razor is relevant here: the
text lends itself to the most obvious reading, that Lancelot’s affair with the Queen ends at this
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“He kissed and embraced the girl, / Then said to her fondly:/ ‘My dear’, said he, ‘to God / And to you alone do I
give thanks/ For being healed and healthy. / Because you have made possible my escape, / I give you my heart, my
body, / My aid, and my possessions, / To take and keep whenever you wish. / Because of all that you have done, I
am yours. / Yet I have been absent for a great while now / From the court of my lord Arthur, / Who honored me
greatly - - / And I have much yet to do there. / Thus, my sweet noble friend, / I would beg your leave with love, /
And if it be pleasing to you, / I would go there most willingly” (Kibler ln. 6677-6695).
62
“Guinevere is already far from their thoughts. The reader who could see only worldly clichés and bottomless
formalities is discreetly corrected by Godefroy himself”
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point, as indeed it must if Godefroy is to restore the sort of social and moral balance
characteristic Chrétien’s works.
The initiation of physical contact alone affirms the opinion that Guinevere has been
banished from Lancelot’s affections; however, it is not the only thing that suggests an emotional
negation. In his pledge, Lancelot twice refers to Meleagant’s sister as “amie.” This significance
is highlighted by the fact that he only once refers to Guinevere as his “amie” and it is not even in
her presence.
Significantly, Lancelot’s declaration of homage to his new “amie” is reflected in her
response to him:
‘Lancelot, biax dolz amis chiers,’
fet la pucele, ‘jel vuel bien,
que vostre enor et vostre bien
vuel je par tot et ci et la.63’ (Kibler ln. 6696-6699)
Meleagant’s sister not only accepts Lancelot’s pledge, but she reciprocates with one of her own.
She solidifies their contract further by providing Lancelot with a “merveilleus cheval64” (Kibler
ln. 6700). Here we have a distinct mirroring of the homage ceremony. Meleagant’s sister is
providing “aid” to Lancelot so that he may return to Arthur’s court, fight Meleagant, and thus
restore his honor. Meleagant’s sister has restored Lancelot’s ability to reclaim his honor
spiritually and defend it socially, something that Guinevere not only failed to do, but also often
deliberately impeded.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“‘Beloved Lancelot, fair gentle friend,’ / Replied the girl, ‘ I grant your request, / For I seek that which is to your
honor / And good, both now and always’” (Kibler ln.6696-6699).
64
marvelous horse
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Final Tournament and Lancelot’s Declaration:
Lancelot returns to Arthur’s court to defend his reputation with the blessing of his new
“amie.” Upon his arrival at Camelot, Guinevere is beside herself with relief and adoration, so
much so that the narrator comments
Et se Reisons ne li tolsist
ce fol panser et cele rage,
si veïssent tot son corage.65 (Kibler ln. 6842-6844)
But the narrator makes a deliberate choice when describing Guinevere’s restraint. He specifies
that, “everyone would perceive [her] feelings” (Kibler ln. 6844). The narrator continues:
Por ce Reisons anferme et lie
son fol cuer et son fol pansé
si l’a un petit racenssé
et a mis la chose an respite
jusque tant que voie et espit
un boen leu et un plus privé.66 (Kibler ln. 6846-6851)
Godefroy deliberately has the narrator speak for Guinevere only. She is going to find “un boen
leu et un plus privé,” not Lancelot. Guinevere can only speak to her own feelings and affections,
not hers and Lancelot’s together.
The author makes Guinevere’s love for Lancelot, despite his long absence, clear;
however, the knight’s body language echoes his earlier behavior towards maidens he has no
romantic interest in: distant and formal. The reader is left with no indication that Lancelot even
desires a reunification with Guinevere; therefore, it can be assumed that for Godefroy – and by
extension, Chrétien − there was no desire within Lancelot to inform the reader of. As Gawain is
preparing to fight Meleagant in Lancelot’s place, he is astonished to see Lancelot appear before
him. Gawain is so overjoyed that:
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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“And if Reason did not subdue / These foolish thoughts and madness, / Everyone would perceive her feelings”
(Kibler ln. 6842-6844)
66
“Thus Reason encompassed and bound / Her foolish heart and thoughts / And brought her to her senses, /
Delaying her actions / Until she should see and discover / A better and more private place” (Kibler ln. 6846-6851).

!

59!

!
!

Mes nel va lors rien detenant
ne besoinz qu’il poïst avoir,
quant il voit que c’est il por voir,
qu’a terre ne soit descenduz;
lors li vet ses braz estanduz,
si l’acole et salue et beise.
Or a grant joie, or est a eise
Quant son conpaignon a trove.67 (Kibler 6794-6801)
Lancelot embraces his friend Gawain upon his return, so it is clear that he is happy to be in the
company of his old friend; however, his focus for his return is singular, revenge on Meleagant.
Never is the reader given any indication that Lancelot has returned for any other purpose, nor are
we given any insight as to his reaction to seeing the Queen. This is contrary to every previous
behavior Lancelot has exhibited when in the presence of Guinevere. There is no mention of a
thought or glance in her direction from Lancelot, in fact, the only communication of Lancelot’s
affections during the final tournament is directed towards Meleagant’s sister, not Guinevere.
When Lancelot recounts the tale of his imprisonment to King Arthur he chooses to state in a very
public setting the nature of his relationship with his rescuer. Lancelot explains:
Meleaganz si m’a tenu
li fel traïtres, an prison
des cele ore que li prison
de sa terre furent delivre,
si m’a fet a grant honte vivre
en une tor qui est sor mer.
La me fist metre et anfermer,
la menasse ancor dure vie
se ne fust une moie amie,
une pucele cui ge fis
un petit servise jadis.
Cele por assez petit don
m’a rendu large guerredon:
grant enor m’a feite, et grant bien.68 (Kibler ln. 6868-6881)
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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!“When he saw for certain that it was Lancelot, / Nothing he might have had to do / Could have prevented /
Gawain, too, from dismounting / And going toward him, then embraced and kissed him; / He was filled with joy and
relief / At having found his companion.” (Kibler 6794-6801)
68
Meleagant, the wicked traitor, / Has kept me imprisoned / Since the day the prisoners / Were released from his
land, / And has made me live shamefully / In a tower by the sea. / He had me taken and walled in there, / And there I
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Lancelot makes it known that the maiden holds his affections. Once again, Lancelot invokes the
use of “amie” to characterize his relationship with Meleagant’s sister. This is the third time that
Lancelot refers to his rescuer as “amie,” which suggests that the reader is being signaled to the
nature of the affections between these two figures. Our knight’s declaration is made more
poignant because it is made in front of both his lord, King Arthur, and his lady, Queen
Guinevere. This statement would, in effect, notify Guinevere of his intentions towards the
maiden, without the need for a private conversation. Not surprisingly, then, Godefroy doesn’t
bother to tell us Guinevere’s thoughts. Her feelings and desires are no longer of any
consequence.
Throughout Le Chevalier de la Charette, Lancelot’s singular purpose is to be reunited
with his love, the Queen. However, following his rescue and return to health, Lancelot does not
lament for his “love” or mention a desire to return to her. Rather, he requests to return to King
Arthur’s court to seek vengeance on Meleagant:
Donc jure le cuer et le cors
Celui qui tot le mont cria,
qu’avoir ne richesce n’en a
des Babiloine jusqu’a Gant
por qu’il leissanst Meleagant
Eschaper, se il le tenoit
Et de lui au desus venoit - -69 (Kibler ln. 6718-6724)
Lancelot seeks to return to King Arthur’s court to restore his honor, not to be reunited with
Guinevere. He seeks to complete the oath he took, to kill Meleagant, that Guinevere prevented
him from completing. Guinevere’s constant interference prevented Lancelot from being able to
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
would still be suffering, / Were it not for a friend of mine, / A girl for whom I had / Done a small favor earlier. /
Magnificently has she repaid / That rather tiny favor; / She has done me great honor and great good.” (Kibler ln.
6868-6881)
69
“Then he swore by the heart and body / Of this world’s Creator / That he would never let Meleagant / Escape with
his life if once he managed / To overpower and capture him - - / No, not for all the riches / From Babylon to Ghent.”
(Kibler ln. 6718-6724).
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fully achieve glory and honor is certainly a just reason for Lancelot to question and, eventually,
turn on his cruel mistress. The conditions that Guinevere subjects her hero to make the knight
and the reader question her true motivations. The reader is fully aware, as are the Queen and
Lancelot, that such a relationship would be unlikely to conclude positively. Therefore, the only
solution is for the relationship to end, with Lancelot suitably matched and Guinevere restored –
willingly or not – to her rightful husband and lord, King Arthur.
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Part 4: Conclusion
By reading the text through an historical perspective, and following the groundwork laid by
Chrétien himself, it becomes clear to us that Chrétien and Godefroy crafted a way for the
treasonous affair between Lancelot and Guinevere to end. A knight’s first duty is to God and his
King. The affair between Lancelot and Guinevere defies both; therefore Lancelot’s knightly
duty is to find a maiden that is both socially and morally “right.”
Sir Lancelot consistently makes the object of his affection known in a way that is clear
and obvious to the reader, except for at the end of the tale. This drastic and sudden change in
demeanor suggests that a shift in his affections has occurred. Throughout the tale Lancelot
maintains consistent decorum with each female that he encounters. The maidens that he interacts
with are always addressed by Lancelot or by the narrator as “dameisele,” “pucele,” or “Dame”;
the two notable exceptions are Queen Guinevere and Meleagant’s sister. Lancelot reserves the
term “amie” for when Guinevere is being spoken of or referred to and then, following his escape
from the tower and his recuperation, for Meleagant’s sister. Prior to this she is referenced in the
same manner as the other maidens that Lancelot encounters on his quest.
At some point between Lancelot’s being walled within a tower and his recovery his
affections toward Guinevere faded and were transferred to the maiden who rescued him,
Meleagant’s sister. The level and depth of this transfer of affection can only be speculated
about/on because of the abrupt ending to the tale. However, it is worth noting that Lancelot’s
final reference to any female is to his rescuer as his “amie,” and he sings her praises in front of
the entire court. These words are hardly what a man immersed in the ideals of cortoisie would

!

63!

!
!

say to a maiden for whom he did not hold great affection or even love. While Guinevere’s desire
to be with Lancelot never wavers, that does not mean that Lancelot’s is as steadfast.
Godefroy is able to restore Lancelot’s honor by shifting his affections to a maiden who is
acceptable to the Chivalric and Courtly ideal. Meleagant’s sister does for Lancelot what
Guinevere continuously fails to do, uphold and increase Lancelot’s honor. Lancelot’s
relationship with the princess would be viewed as noble and virtuous within Court, while a
relationship with Queen Guinevere would, clearly, not be tolerated. By ending the relationship
between Guinevere and Lancelot and creating a new and appropriate object for his affection,
Godefroy allows Courtly traditions to prevail, and Lancelot to maintain himself within the
Chivalric ideal. Although the courtly romance is idealized, the ideals of cortoisie must be
fulfilled, lest the individuals suffer. Godefroy provides a solution to Chrétien’s moral dilemma –
how to follow Marie de Champagne’s command and yet remain true to his Christian faith − and
creates the ultimate hero. Lancelot, having been restored and “given new life” by Meleagant’s
sister, embodies the knight’s requirement to behave in accordance with the social and spiritual
ideals that Chrétien would have held. Lancelot’s devotion to Meleagant’s sister creates a
resolution to the scandalous affair and a restoration of Lancelot’s reputation within society and,
most importantly, in the eyes of God.
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